Drawing from Darwin
How many geneticists today spend their free time reading about aesthetics? How many painters keep abreast of the latest developments in geology? I would wager precious few. But things were different in the nineteenth century: artists shaped the way scientists saw nature, and thought deeply about how science changed the nature of art.
The exhibition Endless Forms explores Charles Darwin's influence on the artists of his day, and shows how paintings and photographs helped to shape Darwin's understanding of nature. Some 200 works are displayed in this collaboration between the Yale Center for British Art in New Haven, Connecticut, where the exhibition is located until May, and the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge, UK, where it moves in June.
The exhibit does a good job of showing how differently people saw the world at the dawn of the nineteenth century. Nature was replete with signs of divine design. A painting of Noah's flood was considered historical art. Yet Darwin was able to learn a great deal from art of this time, whether he was studying illustrations of geological formations or marvelling at the paintings of French-American naturalist John James Audubon, who Darwin met as a teenager.
As Darwin developed as a scientist, he made some modest art of his own. On his journeys in South America, he painted the rock strata of the Andes in watercolour. On his return to the United Kingdom, he began to scribble odd little tree diagrams in his notebooks -a visual expression of his great epiphany that species are related through common descent. Darwin did not use art simply to illustrate his ideas, but to investigate them. In Duchenne's pictures he saw evidence that human expressions of surprise or fear were reflexes triggered by electrical activity, in the same way that a dog is made to snarl. He corresponded with painters of animals, recognizing their deep knowledge of expressions on non-human faces. Indeed, the very notion of beauty was something Darwin wanted to explain: the beauty of orchids actually masked a complex contrivance for getting pollen onto insects; the beauty of an Argus pheasant's feathers was the result of sexual selection.
Artists paid close attention to Darwin. They modelled faces after the ones in his illustrations. They replaced sentimental scenes of nature with bleaker portraits of the struggle for survival. The US artist Abbott Handerson Thayer used his art to explore the subtleties of animal camouflage. One of his most famous paintings, Peacock in the Woods (1907; pictured) , is a rebuke to Darwin; Thayer refused to believe that brightly coloured feathers were a conspicuous display for attracting a mate, so he showed a peacock almost completely hidden in a dappled forest.
Endless Forms captivates the eye while getting the science right. It deserves great credit for not shying away from difficult subjects: some wrongly took it as justification to elevate whites over other races, cloaking their freakshow voyeurism in the guise of anthropology. Not all of the ties to Darwin in the exhibition are convincing. Some beautiful paintings by impressionists are included, but the links are tenuous -Paul Cézanne was friends with a Darwinian archaeologist, for example, and Claude Monet was careful about painting rock formations accurately.
The exhibition presents evidence that undermines the case for Darwin's universal influence. Even before Darwin published On the Origin of Species in 1859, people were seeing nature and the history of life in new ways. They were fascinated by the massive dinosaur reconstructions at London's Crystal Palace in 1854, for example. By the end of the nineteenth century, the world looked very different, but it was not Darwin alone who helped change the way we see.
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